the oxford companion to shakespeare

the oxford companion to shakespeare is an essential reference work that offers
comprehensive insights into the life, works, and cultural impact of William Shakespeare.
This authoritative companion provides detailed entries on Shakespeare’s plays, poems,
and historical context, making it an indispensable resource for students, scholars, and
enthusiasts of English literature. The book encompasses critical analysis, biographical
information, and explanations of the theatrical and linguistic elements that define
Shakespeare’s enduring legacy. Additionally, it explores the influence of Shakespeare’s
works on modern literature, theater, and popular culture. This article delves into the
structure, content, and significance of the Oxford Companion to Shakespeare, highlighting
how it serves as a cornerstone in Shakespearean studies. The following sections will cover
the origin and editorial background, the scope and organization of the content, key
features and entries, and the companion’s role in academic and literary circles.
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Origin and Editorial Background

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare was first published by Oxford University Press as
part of its renowned series of literary companions. The editorial team consisted of leading
Shakespearean scholars who aimed to compile a definitive and accessible reference for
both specialists and general readers. The companion draws on decades of research and
critical scholarship, incorporating the latest findings on Shakespeare’s texts and historical
milieu. Its development involved meticulous cross-referencing of sources and collaboration
among experts in Elizabethan literature, theatre history, and linguistic studies.
Subsequent editions have updated and expanded the content to reflect ongoing
scholarship and discoveries in Shakespeare studies.

Editorial Approach and Contributors

The editorial approach emphasizes clarity, accuracy, and comprehensive coverage.
Contributors to the Oxford Companion to Shakespeare include eminent academics and
critics known for their expertise in Shakespearean literature. Each entry is carefully
crafted to provide concise yet detailed information, balancing scholarly rigor with
readability. The editorial team ensures that the companion remains up-to-date by revising



entries and adding new material to address evolving interpretations and cultural contexts.

Publication History

Since its initial release, the companion has undergone several editions, each reflecting
changes in Shakespeare scholarship and critical theory. The updates have incorporated
new discoveries, such as textual variants and historical documents, enhancing the
companion’s reliability as a reference source. The publication history underscores the
companion’s ongoing relevance and its commitment to maintaining scholarly excellence.

Scope and Organization of Content

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare covers a broad range of topics related to
Shakespeare’s life, works, and influence. It includes entries on all of Shakespeare’s plays
and poems, critical concepts, historical figures, theatrical practices, and linguistic
characteristics. The content is organized alphabetically, making it easy for readers to
locate specific topics or explore related entries. This structure supports both targeted
research and casual browsing, accommodating diverse user needs.

Coverage of Shakespeare’s Works

Each of Shakespeare’s plays and poems is treated with detailed entries that discuss plot
summaries, thematic elements, textual history, and critical interpretations. The companion
also addresses the performance history of Shakespeare’s works, providing context about
staging, adaptations, and reception over time. This comprehensive treatment enables
readers to gain a multifaceted understanding of Shakespeare’s oeuvre.

Inclusion of Historical and Cultural Context

The companion extends beyond Shakespeare’s texts to include entries on the Elizabethan
and Jacobean eras, highlighting the political, social, and cultural forces that shaped
Shakespeare’s writing. It provides background on contemporary figures, literary
traditions, and theatrical conventions, enriching readers’ appreciation of the historical
environment in which Shakespeare created his works.

Alphabetical Organization

The alphabetical arrangement facilitates easy navigation and cross-referencing. Entries
range from brief definitions to in-depth articles, depending on the topic’s significance and
complexity. This organizational method enhances the usability of the companion as both
an academic resource and a general reference guide.



Key Features and Notable Entries

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare is distinguished by several key features that
contribute to its authority and usefulness. These include comprehensive bibliographies,
detailed chronologies, glossaries of Elizabethan terms, and illustrations that elucidate
theatrical practices. Notable entries cover critical concepts such as Shakespearean
tragedy, comedy, and history, as well as discussions of major characters and motifs.

Comprehensive Bibliographies

Each entry often concludes with bibliographic references, guiding readers to further
scholarly works and critical studies. These bibliographies are invaluable for in-depth
research and provide a roadmap for exploring secondary literature on Shakespeare.

Chronologies and Timelines

The companion includes detailed chronologies that outline Shakespeare’s life events
alongside historical milestones. These timelines help contextualize Shakespeare’s career
within the broader developments of the Elizabethan and early Stuart periods, offering
insight into the temporal framework of his writings.

Glossaries and Theatrical Illustrations

Glossaries clarify archaic and specialized terms found in Shakespeare’s language, aiding
comprehension for modern readers. Illustrations depict costumes, stage layouts, and
performance styles from Shakespeare’s time, enhancing understanding of the practical
aspects of Elizabethan theatre.

Noteworthy Entries

1. Hamlet: An extensive article analyzing the play’s themes, characters, and textual
history.

2. Elizabethan Theatre: Overview of theatrical conventions and venues during
Shakespeare’s era.

3. Shakespeare’s Language: Examination of vocabulary, syntax, and poetic devices.

4. Critical Reception: History of Shakespeare’s critical interpretation over centuries.



Importance in Shakespearean Scholarship

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare holds a prominent place in Shakespearean
scholarship due to its comprehensive coverage and scholarly authority. It serves as a
foundational reference for researchers, educators, and students engaged in the study of
Shakespeare’s works and their cultural significance. The companion’s interdisciplinary
approach integrates literary analysis with historical and theatrical contexts, fostering a
holistic understanding of Shakespeare’s art.

Facilitating Research and Teaching

By providing accessible yet detailed entries, the companion supports various academic
activities, including research projects, course preparation, and exam study. Its clear
explanations and extensive cross-referencing make it a practical tool for navigating
complex Shakespearean topics.

Enhancing Literary Criticism

The companion contributes to the depth and breadth of literary criticism by compiling
diverse perspectives and interpretations. It reflects evolving critical methodologies, such
as feminist, postcolonial, and performance studies approaches, thereby enriching scholarly
dialogue.

Usage in Academic and Literary Circles

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare is widely used in universities, libraries, and
literary institutions across the globe. It is regarded as an authoritative source that
underpins many academic publications, lectures, and theatrical productions. Its influence
extends beyond academia, reaching readers interested in Shakespeare’s legacy and the
broader world of English literature.

Academic Libraries and Institutions

Major academic libraries routinely include the companion in their collections, where it
serves as a key reference for students and faculty. Its presence in institutional resources
helps maintain high standards of scholarship and supports curriculum development
related to Shakespearean studies.

Theatrical and Literary Communities

Directors, actors, and playwrights consult the companion to gain insights into
Shakespeare’s texts and historical staging practices. Literary critics and book editors also
rely on its authoritative entries to inform their work and ensure accuracy.



Popular and Educational Use

Beyond scholarly contexts, the companion is utilized by general readers, educators, and
enthusiasts who seek to deepen their understanding of Shakespeare’s contributions to
literature and culture. Its accessible language and comprehensive scope make it an ideal
resource for lifelong learning and appreciation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare'?

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare is a comprehensive reference book that provides
detailed information about William Shakespeare's life, works, and the historical and
cultural context of his plays and poems.

Who edited 'The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare'?

The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare is edited by Michael Dobson and Stanley Wells,
both renowned Shakespeare scholars.

When was 'The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare' first
published?

The first edition of The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare was published in 2001.

What kind of content can readers expect in 'The Oxford
Companion to Shakespeare'?

Readers can find entries on Shakespeare's plays, poems, characters, historical context,
theatrical productions, critical approaches, and related figures in Elizabethan and
Jacobean theatre.

Is 'The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare' suitable for
academic research?

Yes, it is a highly respected scholarly resource widely used by students, academics, and
theatre practitioners for research and study of Shakespeare's works.

Does 'The Oxford Companion to Shakespeare' include
information about Shakespeare's contemporaries?

Yes, it includes entries on Shakespeare's contemporaries, collaborators, and influences to
provide a broader understanding of the literary and theatrical environment of his time.



Are there digital or online versions of 'The Oxford
Companion to Shakespeare' available?

Yes, Oxford University Press offers digital access to The Oxford Companion to
Shakespeare through subscription-based platforms and academic libraries.

Additional Resources

1. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare

This companion offers a comprehensive overview of Shakespeare's works, covering his
plays, poetry, and the historical context in which he wrote. Edited by Margreta de Grazia
and Stanley Wells, it features essays by leading scholars that explore themes, performance
history, and critical approaches. The book is an essential resource for students and
enthusiasts seeking a deeper understanding of Shakespeare’s legacy.

2. Shakespeare: The Complete Works

Edited by Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, this volume presents all of Shakespeare's plays,
sonnets, and poems in one authoritative edition. It includes detailed annotations, textual
notes, and introductions that provide insight into the language and historical background
of each piece. This collection is invaluable for both academic study and personal reading.

3. Shakespeare After Shakespeare: An Encyclopedia of the Bard in Mass Media and
Popular Culture

Edited by Richard Burt, this encyclopedia explores how Shakespeare’s works have been
adapted and interpreted in film, television, theater, music, and other media. It highlights
the enduring influence of Shakespeare in contemporary culture, offering entries that
analyze various adaptations and their cultural significance. This book is a useful guide for
understanding Shakespeare’s impact beyond the stage.

4. The Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works

This edition, edited by Stanley Wells, Gary Taylor, John Jowett, and William Montgomery,
is known for its scholarly accuracy and textual rigor. It provides authoritative texts based
on the latest research, along with introductions and notes that contextualize the plays. The
Oxford Shakespeare is widely used in academic settings for its reliability and depth.

5. Shakespeare’s Language: A Glossary and Language Companion

Compiled by David and Ben Crystal, this book demystifies the vocabulary and phrases
used in Shakespeare’s works. It explains archaic words, idioms, and linguistic nuances,
making Shakespeare’s language more accessible to modern readers. This companion is
perfect for students and performers seeking to grasp the richness of Shakespeare’s
linguistic style.

6. Shakespeare: An Illustrated Stage History

This book chronicles the performance history of Shakespeare’s plays from the Elizabethan
era to the present day. With photographs, illustrations, and critical essays, it shows how
interpretations and staging have evolved over time. It serves as a visual and scholarly
resource for those interested in Shakespearean theater.

7. Shakespeare and the Nature of Women



Written by Juliet Dusinberre, this book examines Shakespeare’s portrayal of female
characters and gender roles. It analyzes the complexities of women in his plays,
challenging traditional interpretations and highlighting Shakespeare’s nuanced
understanding of femininity. This work provides valuable perspectives on gender dynamics
in Shakespearean drama.

8. Shakespeare’s Tragedies: A Guide to Criticism

Edited by Michael Neill, this guide collects critical essays and interpretations of
Shakespeare’s major tragedies, including Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth. It
offers a range of scholarly viewpoints, from historical to feminist and psychoanalytic
criticism. The book is an essential reference for students and researchers focused on
Shakespearean tragedy.

9. Performing Shakespeare’s Tragedies Today

Edited by A. R. Braunmuller, this volume explores contemporary approaches to staging
Shakespeare’s tragic plays. It features essays by theater practitioners and scholars
discussing performance strategies, adaptation, and audience reception. This book provides
insights into how Shakespeare’s tragedies remain relevant and powerful in modern
theater.
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